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To:  Planning Board 

From:  CDD Staff 

Date:  June 1, 2022  

Re:  Special Permit PB-391, 40 Smith Pl (55 Wilson Rd) and 45 Wilson Rd 

Overview 

Submission Type: Special Permit Application 

Applicant: The Davis Companies 

Zoning District(s):  Base Office 1 (O-1) and Alewife Overlay District (AOD-4) 

Proposal Summary: Construct a 280,046 square foot four story building for 
technical office use with future ground floor retail use and a 
323-vehicle parking garage below. 

Special Permits 
Requested: 

Project Review (19.20); Flood Plain (20.73); Allow retail use 
(20.94.1); Floor area ratio (FAR) in excess of 1.25 (20.95.1); 
Public infrastructure FAR bonus (20.95.11);  Building height in 
excess of 35 feet (20.95.2); and Reduction of Yard 
Requirement - front and side yard (20.95.34) 

Other City Permits 
Needed: 

Conservation Commission approval, PTDM Plan approval 

Planning Board 
Action: 

Grant or deny requested special permits. 

Memo Contents: CDD Zoning Report & Urban Design Report 

Other Staff Reports: Parking and Transportation Dept. (TP+T), Department of Public 
Works (DPW), in separate documents. 
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Zoning Section Required Planning Board Findings 
(Summary - see appendix for zoning text excerpts) 

Project Review Special 
Permit (Section 19.20) 

• The project will have no substantial adverse impact on city traffic 
within the study area, upon review of the traffic impact indicators 
analyzed in the Transportation Impact Study and mitigation efforts 
proposed. 

• The project is consistent with the urban design objectives of the 
City as set forth in Section 19.30. 

Flood Plain Special Permit 
(Section 20.70) 

• No encroachment of the floodway or displacement of water 
retention capacity is allowed unless fully offset. 

• Flood water systems shall not cause nuisance, hazard or detriment 
to site or abutters. 

• Development is consistent with zoning, area plans and guidelines, 
and applicable laws including Wetlands Protection Act. 

• Review by the City Engineer and Conservation Commission are 
required. 

Additional permitted uses 
to allow retail, increase 
FAR, additional FAR for 
public improvement, 
increase building height, 
and waiver of front and 
side yard requirements in 
Alewife Overlay Districts 
(Sections 20.94.1, 20.95.1, 
20.95.11, 20.95.2, 
20.95.34) 

The project promotes the general interests of the larger commercial 
and residential neighborhood noted in Section 20.92 and is consistent 
with the goals, objectives and guidelines established in the Concord 
Alewife Plan.  
 
In any base office or industrial district all uses listed in Section 4.35 - 
Retail Business and Consumer Service Establishments shall be 
permitted by special permit from the Planning Board (if not otherwise 
allowed as of right in the district), subject to the following limitations 
unless the limitations are specifically waived by the Planning Board 
upon its finding that the purposes set forth in Section 20.92 above have 
been met: 
• No individual establishment may exceed 10,000 square feet in area. 
• The retail use shall be located on the first floor or basement of the 

building in which it is located. 
• The total Gross floor Area devoted to retail uses may not exceed 

10% of the Gross Floor Area of the buildings constructed or 
authorized on the lot. 

 
For granting of additional FAR for development that incorporates or 
provides the following improvements or property interests that are 
determined to be sufficient to significantly advance the objectives of 
the Concord-Alewife Plan: 
• Conveyance of fee or easement property interests to the City of 

Cambridge (in a form acceptable to the City) to permit the future 
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Zoning Section Required Planning Board Findings 
(Summary - see appendix for zoning text excerpts) 

construction of roadway segments, pedestrian paths, the 
pedestrian bridge referenced above in Paragraph 1, public parks 
and other publicly accessible open space and recreation features 
consistent with the Concord-Alewife Plan, which segment, path, 
park or open space is identified on the maps entitled Priority 
Infrastructure Plan and Additional Infrastructure Plan or is 
otherwise identified by the Planning Board at another location and 
determined by the Board to be of equal value and consistent with 
those elements identified on the Map and the objectives set forth 
in the Plan. 

 
For waiver of yard requirements: 
• The objectives of the Concord-Alewife Plan continue to be met. 
• The stormwater management objectives for the area continue to 

be met both on the site and as the site may be a part of a larger 
system for managing stormwater runoff. 

• The reduction or waiver of yard requirements provides for more 
efficient development of land; encourages or facilitates a more 
logical pattern of buildings, streets, parks and open space; or 
enhances the urban, pedestrian character of the area as 
envisioned in the Concord- Alewife Plan. 

General Special Permit 
Criteria  
(Section 10.43) 

Special permits will be normally granted if the zoning requirements are 
met, unless it is found not to be in the public interest due to one of the 
criteria enumerated in Section 10.43: 
(a) It appears that requirements of this Ordinance cannot or will not be 

met, or 
(b) traffic generated or patterns of access or egress would cause 

congestion, hazard, or substantial change in established 
neighborhood character, or  

(c) the continued operation of or the development of adjacent uses as 
permitted in the Zoning Ordinance would be adversely affected by 
the nature of the proposed use, or 

(d) nuisance or hazard would be created to the detriment of the 
health, safety and/or welfare of the occupant of the proposed use 
or the citizens of the City, or  

(e) for other reasons, the proposed use would impair the integrity of 
the district or adjoining district, or otherwise derogate from the 
intent and purpose of this Ordinance, and 

(f) the new use or building construction is inconsistent with the Urban 
Design Objectives set forth in Section 19.30. 
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Zoning & Development Staff Report 

Date: June 1, 2022 

Case: PB-391 

Location: 40 Smith Pl (55 Wilson Rd) and 45 Wilson Rd 

Area Planning and Zoning 

Site Context 

Neighborhood/Area: Alewife Quadrangle Southeast 

Development Patterns: The project is located on the corner of Fawcett Street and Smith Place. The 
project is within the Alewife Overlay Districts. Other recent projects 
reviewed by the Planning Board in this area include 180 Fawcett Street and 
75-109 Smith Place, both technical office and laboratory buildings 
permitted on sites north of the current proposal. 

The existing conditions in this area are dominated by commercial and 
industrial land uses, with vast expanses of impervious surfaces in the form 
of parking lots and truck loading areas. A few parcels have transitioned 
from industrial use to offices, commercial research labs, or recreational 
uses. On the eastern edge of the Alewife Quad area are several larger multi-
unit residential developments and on the western edge it borders the 
residential Cambridge Highlands neighborhood.  

Nearby Features: This area has access to public transit through regional bus service on 
Concord Avenue, and the site is about a one-mile walk to the Alewife MBTA 
Station. It is also about a quarter-mile north of Fresh Pond Reservation and 
located just south of a railway that separates the Alewife Quadrangle area 
from the Alewife Triangle. 
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Figure 1. Aerial photograph of the area surrounding 15 Wilson Rd & 40 Smith Pl dated March 23, 2022. (source: Nearmap) 

 
Figure 2. Alewife Overlay Districts and Base Zoning  
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Site Zoning 

NOTE: A zoning amendment was adopted by the City Council on May 23, 2022 that reads as follows: 

20.93.5 Development Moratorium. For a period beginning from the date of enactment of this Section 
20.93.5 and lasting until December 31, 2023, or until the time of enactment of an amendment to or 
deletion of this Section 20.93.5, whichever occurs sooner, no permits for the building, renovation, or 
enlargement of any structures to accommodate a new or enlarged Office or Laboratory Use as listed in 
Section 4.34 of this Zoning Ordinance shall be issued within the Alewife Overlay Districts 1-5. The purpose 
of such moratorium is to create and enact amended requirements for the Alewife Overlay Districts in 
consultation with residents of the Alewife Overlay Districts and surrounding neighborhoods, based on 
development plans and guidelines published by the City. 

The current application was received and scheduled for a hearing before this zoning amendment was 
adopted. However, zoning amendments apply to development that has not received a building permit 
or special permit before the date of publication of the public hearing notice, which was on February 17, 
2022 in the case of this moratorium. If Board members have questions about how the enacted 
moratorium could affect the Board’s action on this case, the Board could request a legal opinion from 
the City’s Law Department. 

General description: The underlying base zoning is Office-1 (O-1). The site is also in the Quadrangle 
Southeast Alewife Overlay District (AOD-4), which modifies the base district 
zoning regulations. The AOD district generally allows greater density and height 
than the base zoning by special permit, while imposing additional requirements 
and design review objectives to advance the City’s planning for the Alewife area. 

The base O-1 district and AOD-4 district allow technical office uses by right, 
among various other residential and commercial uses. The height and density 
limitations of the underlying zoning districts are summarized below. This more 
restrictive by-right zoning, which can be more permissive by special permit, was 
one of the results of the Concord-Alewife Rezoning that followed the 2005 
Concord-Alewife Plan. 

 A small portion of the area is identified as being in the Flood Plain Overlay 
District, which encompasses areas on the FEMA Flood Insurance Rate Map in 
Hazard Zones A and AE. 

 

 Base District Overlay District(s) 

District(s): Office-1 (O-1) AOD-4 

Allowed Uses: most types of residential dwellings; 
most institutional uses; offices and 
laboratories 

Additional uses permitted by special 
permit (if not otherwise allowed as 
of right in the district): 
- All retail uses listed in Section 

4.35 – Retail Business and 
Consumer Service 
Establishments subject to the 
limitations in 20.94.1 (unless 
those limitations are specifically 
waived by the Planning Board). 
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Max. Building Height 35’ 70’ for non-residential uses by 
special permit 

Max. FAR/GFA 0.75 1.5 for non-residential uses by 
special permit* 
 
*Additional FAR beyond 1.5 may be 
granted for Public Improvements 
reviewed as part of the Planning 
Board’s Special Permit review per 
section 20.95.11 

Required Setbacks Front: (Height + Length) / 4 
 
Side: (Height + Length) / 5 
 
Rear: (Height + Length) / 4 

Front: 15’ 
 
Side: May be waived by special 
permit* 

 
Rear: N/A 
 
* In the case of a corner lot abutting 
two streets, all remaining lot sides 
not abutting streets shall be subject 
to side yard requirements. 

Required Open Space 
(Minimum Ratio of 
Private Open Space to 
Lot Area) 

15% 15% minimum open space 
25% permeable open space* 
 
* Permeable Area requirement may 
be reduced as of right with 
certification to the Superintendent 
by the City Engineer. 
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Development Plans and Guidelines 

Alewife District Plan (2019) 

This site is within the area of the recent Alewife District Plan, which was part of the “Envision 
Cambridge” comprehensive planning process. That process involved CDD staff, planning and urban 
design consultants Utile, and an “Alewife Working Group” of community stakeholders, as well as input 
from the larger community. The plan is an update to the previous plan for that area, the Concord-
Alewife Plan, completed in 2005. The final Alewife District Plan report was published in October 2019. 

The Alewife District Plan expresses the following community vision for the future: “Alewife is a 
sustainable, resilient, mixed-used district with convenient and safe connections within the 
neighborhood and to the rest of the city along with amenities that support interaction and social ties 
among its residents.” The following Areawide Goals support this vision: 

• Build a Cohesive Mixed-Use District. Transform Alewife into a fully functioning urban 
neighborhood with a broad range of uses and a variety of public places that provide 
opportunities for social connection and interaction.  

• Integrate Alewife with the Rest of Cambridge. Better integrate the district physically and 
socially with the surrounding neighborhoods and the rest of the city for a greater sense of 
community.  

• Promote Economic Opportunity. Support commercial and light industrial development that 
provide high-wage, low barrier-to-entry jobs.  

• Create a District Resilient to the Impacts of Climate Change. Ensure that new development and 
existing neighborhoods, community resources, and critical infrastructure are prepared for 
climate change and resilient to its impacts.  

• Enhance the Public Realm. Create an active, resilient urban form that promotes activity on the 
street.  

• Encourage Sustainable Modes of Transportation. Promote walking, biking, and transit use and 
reduce the growth in vehicle miles traveled.  

• Create a Continuous Open Space & Recreation Network. Increase the quantity, quality, and 
diversity of open spaces across the Alewife district and create an interconnected recreation 
network.  

The Alewife District Plan also lists the following specific goals for the Quadrangle area: 

• Preserve and enhance light industrial businesses, and community-focused businesses that 
require light industrial space, that provide good-paying, low-barrier-to-entry jobs. 

• Create a significant new linear open space and smaller open spaces internal to blocks. 
• Create a “Main Street” on Wilson Road with active ground-floor uses, including showrooms or 

retail space for light industrial uses. 
• Create a connected network of streets and pathways. 
• Encourage a variety of housing types including townhouse and live-work units. 
• Maintain the stability and character of the Cambridge Highlands neighborhood. 
• Encourage small-scale neighborhood supporting retail on Concord Avenue and Smith Place. 

https://www.cambridgema.gov/CDD/News/2019/10/%7E/media/E2335363BFA149E29C6BE57727A09872.ashx
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Most of the goals of the Alewife District Plan are shared with the Concord-Alewife planning study, and 
the more recent plan recommends more specific measures that will help achieve those goals. For 
example, as redevelopment has occurred in the area, it has been difficult to create active, pedestrian-
friendly ground floors due to the need to elevate buildings to protect from future flood risks. The 
Alewife District Plan recommends urban design approaches to optimize these objectives, such as by 
partially elevating ground floors above future projected flood elevations (up to 4 feet above grade 
where necessary) and including elevated walkways at the edges of buildings to more seamlessly connect 
the private and public realms. 

Another key issue identified in the Alewife District Plan, building on the Concord-Alewife Plan, is that 
future growth in Alewife, particularly commercial growth, will require significant shifts in mobility 
patterns given the existing traffic congestion, lack of street connectivity, and auto-oriented 
development patterns in the area. The plan recommends progressive mobility strategies to improve 
street networks and pedestrian/bicycle connections, promote sustainable modes of transportation, and 
reduce dependency on automobile travel, including the following:  

- Strict maximum limitations on off-street parking with no minimum requirements. 
- Enhanced parking and transportation demand management programs to meet specific goals for 

reducing single-occupancy vehicle (SOV) trips. 
- New infrastructure to promote walking and bicycling. 
- Improved transit services. 

The recommendations of the Alewife Plan also include urban design measures to promote a more 
pedestrian-oriented character, including the following (which are discussed more in the accompanying 
urban design memo): 

- Limiting unbroken building facades longer than 200 feet to promote a more consistent pattern 
of block sizes. 

- Encouraging widened sidewalks with tree plantings. 
- Providing new street connections in order to limit curb cuts and consolidate vehicular drives. 
- Creating a consistent urban streetwall. 

Resilience Planning 

Also relevant to the planning for this area is the City’s ongoing Climate Change Preparedness and 
Resiliency (CCPR) or “Resilient Cambridge” planning effort, which was closely coordinated with the 
Alewife planning process. The Resilient Cambridge plan was developed in response to climate change 
threats, including increased heat as well as flooding from precipitation, sea level rise and storm surge.  

One component of this larger effort was the work of the Climate Resilience Zoning Task Force, which 
completed its work in 2020 with near-term recommendations to incorporate standards for resilience 
into new development. The recommendations include:  

- Requiring that new buildings “build” or “protect” to the projected 2070 10-year flood elevation, 
and are designed to “recover” from the projected 2070 100-year flood elevation. The 
anticipated flood elevations are developed and promulgated by the City based on climate 
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models and available using the Cambridge FloodViewer online platform. Developers work with 
DPW to understand and design to the appropriate standards. 

- Using a “Cool Factor” scoring methodology to assess the combined cooling effect of various site 
design strategies such as tree preservation, new tree plantings, other planted areas such as 
shrubs and turf, green roofs, structural shade canopies, and materials with high solar reflectivity. 
Projects would meet minimum performance standards that are calibrated to the open space 
requirements of the district.  

- For buildings subject to development review, incorporating passive design strategies that are 
resilient to disruptions that might occur due to extreme weather events such as heat and 
flooding that might affect building systems and utilities. 

Infrastructure  

The Concord-Alewife Plan and the more recent Alewife District Plan both identify desired infrastructure 
improvements to serve public goals. One major piece of infrastructure is a planned bicycle and 
pedestrian crossing of the railroad line from Fawcett Street in the Quadrangle to Cambridgepark Drive in 
the Triangle, which has been incorporated into the review of sites that abut the railroad. Fawcett Street 
and Wilson Road are planned to extend to Spinelli Place; Fawcett Street, Wilson Road and Smith Place 
are proposed to be upgraded with grade-separated bicycle lanes with additional elevated walkways and 
safe crosswalks at intersections and mid-block crossings with special attention towards streets carrying 
large trucks.  

Both plans also identify public open space as a goal, both to serve community-gathering functions and to 
assist in stormwater management. The AOD zoning provides mechanisms by which development rights 
and requirements can be shifted, pooled and transferred flexibly across sites to enable these public 
improvements, and the Alewife District Plan has recommended retaining and strengthening these types 
of incentives. The Alewife District Plan also recommends a linear open space connection from the bend 
in Fawcett Street (the anticipated site of a pedestrian/bicycle bridge landing) to Smith Place, along a 
former railroad spur that is now mostly in private ownership. 

The Alewife District Plan also recommends contributions at a rate of $5.00 per square foot of new 
commercial development to provide some of the support necessary to enable this public infrastructure. 

Recurring Issues 

Although many of the objectives in the Alewife District Plan can be achieved under current zoning 
limitations, some objectives of the Alewife District Plan have proven to be more difficult to achieve. In 
reviewing this and other projects, it has been the aim of staff to achieve the goals of the Alewife District 
Plan to the greatest extent possible given the current limitations. The following are three of the most 
substantial issues:  

- The Alewife District Plan recommends raising the maximum height for non-residential uses to 85 
feet to accommodate high-bay industrial and retail space at the ground floor, which would be 
exempt from FAR limitations. With the current height limit of 70 feet, it is more difficult to 
accommodate such areas without displacing the allowable FAR for other uses.  
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- The construction of elevated walkways connecting the sidewalk to uses at the ground floors of 
buildings is constrained by the current zoning requirement that front yards must be green area 
open space and must be at grade; however, the building can be designed creatively to 
incorporate some elevated areas and allow for this type of feature to be added in the future.  

- It is difficult to achieve the recommended maximum off-street parking ratios because they are 
less than the minimum requirements under current zoning, and can only be reduced further if 
the Applicant seeks a special permit for such a reduction.  

The full set of Alewife District Plan zoning recommendations are presented on pages 156-163 of the 
Alewife District Plan report. Although the zoning recommendations of the Alewife District Plan are not 
yet adopted, the City Council has adopted a development moratorium with the aim of developing and 
adopting changes to the Alewife District zoning, as described earlier in this memo. A working group is 
being formed to undertake this process. 

  

https://www.cambridgema.gov/-/media/Files/CDD/compplan/envisioncambridgefinalplan/20191022_Alewife.pdf
https://www.cambridgema.gov/-/media/Files/CDD/compplan/envisioncambridgefinalplan/20191022_Alewife.pdf
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Comments on Proposal 

Overview 

The proposed project at 15 Wilson Road includes the construction of a four-story, approximately 
280,046 square-foot technical office and laboratory building, with a ground floor restaurant use (also 
noted as “retail” on some of the plan drawings). This project is proposed by the Davis Companies, which 
owns several adjacent sites and is currently constructing the 75-101 Smith Place project previously 
approved by the Planning Board. The project includes 323 vehicle parking spaces in a two-story below 
grade garage, which would include 50 spaces dedicated for existing uses at 10 Wilson Road, 15 Wilson 
Road, and 26 Smith Place. The plan includes landscaped outdoor space and a portion of the multi-use 
path and linear park shown in several Alewife planning studies.  

The proposal would demolish and replace an existing warehouse and office building of approximately 
63,500 square feet and surface parking for 149 vehicles. The existing site is entirely paved.  

As presented, the building additionally includes four fully enclosed truck loading bays, interior long term 
bicycle parking, a covered parking entrance ramp located outside of the building envelope, and a paved 
roadway connection on the southern portion of the site intended to satisfy an access easement for an 
adjacent property that is active through 2028. The proposed ground floor retail is shown in relationship 
to proposed open space along the eastern façade. The proposed green space on the northeastern 
corner of the site overlaps with those portions of the site identified as within the Flood Hazard Overlay 
District. 

In addition to the proposed inclusion of a public multi-use path and open space, the Applicant is 
proposing the widening of existing sidewalks to better align with the street sections proposed in the 
Alewife District Plan and with other City requirements for streetscape design. Included in the application 
are plans for buffers, protected bike lanes, tree zones, sidewalks, and provisions for elevated walkways. 

The applicant is seeking a Project Review Special Permit pursuant to Section 19.20, a Flood Plain Special 
Permit pursuant to the provisions of Section 20.70, and, pursuant to the provisions of the Alewife 
Overlay District, a Special Permit for the following: increased FAR and height within the AOD 
requirements, reduction of yard setback requirements, approval of a Retail Business and Consumer 
Service Establishment Use, and additional Public Benefit FAR for the creation of a public multi-use path 
and additional streetscape infrastructure. 

Proposed Uses 

The Application proposes the following uses on the site: 

Proposed Uses Location/Size Allowed/Special Permit? 
4.34.f - Technical office for research 
and development, laboratory & 
research facility subject to the 
restrictions in Section 4.21.m. 
 

Predominant use on all 
Stories Above Grade 

Allowed by right; however, 
there is currently a 
moratorium on new buildings 
or enlargements of office and 
laboratory space. 
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4.35.f.1-5 – Restaurant, Bar, Craft 
Beverage Establishment, Food Stand 
or Kiosk, and Food Hall 

Ground story northeast 
corner of the building; 
approximately 9,725 sf. 

Uses allowed by special 
permit. 

Technical office and laboratory use is allowed as-of-right in the district, subject to the current 
moratorium provisions. The base Office-1 district requires a special permit for some retail or consumer 
service establishments, and the AOD zoning allows retail to be approved by special permit from the 
Planning Board. The proposal satisfies the requirements found in section 20.94.1, that: no individual 
establishment may exceed 10,000 sf in area; the retail use shall be located on the first floor or basement 
of the building in which it is located; and the total GFA devoted to retail uses may not exceed 10%. 

Along Smith Place, the Alewife District Plan encourages the promotion of more active uses, including 
commercial and retail uses that have a public-facing component. Along Wilson Road, the plan 
encourages a “main street” that supports small scale retail. The current proposal shows one larger retail 
space at the northeast corner along the Wilson Road frontage and the linear open space and pathway, 
identified as a restaurant use. Staff have consulted the applicant on the location of ground floor retail 
relative to corner of Smith Place and Wilson Road. Please refer to the Urban Design memo for additional 
details. 

Staff encourages the Planning Board to identify the full range of permitted retail or consumer service 
establishments when granting a special permit, to avoid return trips to the Planning Board if a new use is 
tenanted in the future. 

Proposed Dimensions 

The Application proposes the following dimensions for development on the site: 

Dimension Proposal Relief Sought? 

Gross Floor Area (GFA) 280,046 sf 
Special permits to allow additional 
FAR in AOD, as well as additional 
FAR for Public Benefits (see below). 

Floor Area Ratio (FAR) 1.58 

Maximum FAR in base zoning is 
0.75, Planning Board may approve 
up to 1.5 in AOD-4 by special 
permit. Additional FAR is a bonus of 
44,206 SF for proposed conveyance 
of space for public use, which needs 
Planning Board approval. 

Height and Stories 
69’ 7”; 4 stories (not including 
mechanical penthouse) 

Maximum height in base zoning is 
35’, Planning Board may approve up 
to 70’ in AOD-4 by special permit 

Setbacks 
Front Yard: 25’ 
Front Yard: 25’ 1” 
Side Yard: Varies 

Special permit for reduction in side 
and front yards. Planning Board 
may approve any reduction in side 
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yard, but the front yard may not be 
reduced less than 15’. 

Open Space 

Open Space: 22% 
Permeable Open Space: 36,820 sf or 
22%* 
 
* This calculation does not include 
the 44,206 sf to be conveyed via an 
easement to the City for the 
construction of a multi-use path. 

Minimum open space 15%. 
Permeable area to be reduced from 
25% as of right per section 20.96.1 
if stormwater requirements are 
met. 

In general, the proposal conforms to FAR, height, and setback requirements allowable by special permit 
under existing AOD zoning. These special permits may be granted by the Planning Board if they are 
found to be supportive of area plans, as described above in more detail. The Applicant has made 
additional efforts to align with the Alewife District Plan and has been meeting with staff from CDD, TP+T, 
and DPW to discuss this proposal in the context of the Alewife District Plan goals.  

Height 

The proposal is built to 69’ 7”, which is just below the existing height limit of 70’ allowed in AOD-4 by 
special permit. The ground story is elevated to meet the City’s projected flood levels, and while the 
Alewife District Plan recommends allowing a compensating height increase, that is not allowed under 
current zoning.  

This project is located within an area identified in the Alewife District Plan as the “Quadrangle Mixed-
Use Zone.” This zone does not require or encourage high bay light industrial uses at the ground floor. It 
instead encourages active ground floor space along Smith Place and Wilson Road, active commercial 
uses along Smith Place, and a mix of commercial and residential at the current allowed density. Height 
increases, as well as FAR use exemptions, are recommended by the Alewife District Plan to 
accommodate active ground floor uses, but are not included under current zoning. 

Density 

The proposal is generally built to the district density limits, but is seeking a slight density increase which 
is allowable as a “bonus” for the conveyance of land to the City to be used for the first section of a 
planned linear open space and multi-use pathway, and for part of the public street. This mechanism in 
zoning is intended to promote the transformation of the public realm to a more pedestrian and bicycle-
oriented condition, per the goals of both the Concord-Alewife Plan and the Alewife District Plan. It is an 
important tool in the broader strategy of increasing public space in Alewife, where most land is in 
private ownership. 

Setbacks 

The current zoning allows flexibility in setbacks, provided at least a 15-foot front yard is provided. As 
noted above, the applicant’s design team has engaged with city staff to align the building with the 
streetscape dimensions depicted in the Alewife District Plan. 
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Section 20.95.32.1 of the Zoning Ordinance further requires that the area between the principal wall 
plane of a building and a street shall consist entirely of Green Area or Permeable Open Space that is 
primarily at grade along the entire length of the lot, excluding access drives leading to vehicle parking 
facilities. The definitions of Green Area and Permeable Open Space do make some allowance for limited 
paved walkways.  

This is an area where creative design may be needed to meet the zoning requirements while advancing 
the design outcomes of the Alewife District Plan, which promotes elevated walkways along the Wilson 
Road and Smith Place frontages. The applicant has been working earnestly with zoning and urban design 
staff to explore solutions, and staff believes the design details can be refined and finalized as part of 
continuing review by staff. Refer to the Urban Design memo for additional considerations on the 
elevated walkways. 

Open Space, Permeability, and Public Improvements 

The project exceeds the open space requirements of the AOD, meeting a ratio of 22% of the lot area 
where a minimum 15% is required. The lot does not exceed the permeable area requirement of 25% 
with a proposed 22% of the lot shown as permeable. It is not clear if land included in these calculations 
is land intended for public improvements in the form of open space, grade separated bicycle lanes, and 
sidewalks that would be conveyed to the City of Cambridge in accordance with Section 20.95.11.2. Some 
additional review may be needed to determine whether those areas would be able to meet the 
definition of permeable area. When a proposal does not meet the 25% requirement, the AOD zoning 
allows a reduction if the City’s stormwater management requirements are met through other means, 
which could include green roofs. 

For the areas that are proposed to be incorporated into the public street, Section 20.99 of the zoning 
ordinance allows for the “subdivision” of lots to be conveyed to the City of Cambridge (including by 
easement), notwithstanding any other any limitation in applicable base or overlay districts with regard 
to required yards or other dimensional, open space, or other regulatory requirement or limitation. This 
provision would apply to the proposed cycle track and sidewalk but not to the elevated walkway 
because the City of Cambridge has not expressed interest in acquiring an easement over that portion of 
the site. 

Proposed Parking, Bicycle Parking, and Loading 

The Application proposes the following: 

Off-Street Parking Spaces (includes below) 324 – all below grade 

Deeded from 10 Wilson 40 

Deeded from 26 Smith 10 

Bicycle Parking Spaces 88 long term / 20 short term 

Loading Bays 4 
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The number of parking spaces is greater than the minimum required ratio in current zoning, and alsoin 
excess of the maximum 0.8 spaces per 1,000 square feet GFA parking ratio recommended in the Alewife 
District Plan. Approximately 273 spaces are included for the new development (approximately 0.97 
ratio) and 50 other spaces are reserved for other nearby projects. The number of provided bicycle 
parking spaces and loading bays exceed the minimum requirements. Additional comments are provided 
in the TP+T memo. 

The project has completed a Transportation Impact Study (TIS) and staff have made recommendations 
in the accompanying TP+T memo. The proposal also requires a PTDM Plan, which includes programmatic 
measures to achieve specific reductions in single-occupancy vehicle mode shares. Staff issued a final 
PTDM Plan approval with conditions, which is included in the Board materials. While the Application 
proposes construction and conveyance of a public multi-use path segment, it does not propose funding 
contributions to area-wide transportation and infrastructure improvements per the Alewife District 
Plan. 

Other Zoning Requirements 

• Project Review Special Permit:  As new construction greater than 50,000 sf in a base Office-1 
zoning district, this project triggers a Project Review Special Permit, which requires the Planning 
Board to make transportation impact findings and impose appropriate mitigation, and to assess 
the proposal’s general conformance with the Citywide Urban Design Objectives. Please refer to 
memos from TP+T and Urban Design for comments on these topics. 

• Flood Plain Special Permit: The northeast portion of the project site is located within the City of 
Cambridge Flood Plain Overlay District and includes portions of FEMA map zone AE. The Flood 
Plain Special Permit requirements in Section 20.70 of the Zoning Ordinance largely parallel the 
requirements of the Wetlands Protection Act, which is overseen in Cambridge by the 
Conservation Commission, requiring compensatory storage for any development that impacts 
the volume of the flood plain. The Planning Board relies mostly on documentation from the 
Conservation Commission and the City Engineer to determine if the requirements are met. The 
project was approved by the Conservation Commission at their March 4, 2022 meeting with a 
forthcoming Order of Conditions to be issued.  

• Green Roof Requirements:  The roof area for the mechanical penthouse, the area surrounding 
the penthouse above the occupied 4th floor, and the area for future tenant mechanical 
equipment encompasses an area of 41,551 sf. This area excludes space for maintenance and 
walkway zones. To satisfy the 80% green roof area requirement, the applicant must provide 
33,241 sf of green space. The applicant has indicated that they satisfy this requirement and are 
therefore not seeking a special permit from the Planning Board. Staff are not clear of the 
proposed green roof square footage area based on the submitted drawings and are requesting 
additional information from the applicant to ensure compliance with the Ordinance. 

• Green Building Requirements (GBR):  The proposal is subject to the requirements of Section 
22.20. The documentation provided by the Applicant was determined to be adequate to 
demonstrate compliance with the GBR applicable at the Special Permit stage of review. The 
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project is expected to achieve LEED Gold certification with 61 points. Staff included the 
following advisory comments in the GBR certification: 

o Provide material information updates on list of proposed/selected materials/products 
information, specifically their Environmental Product Declarations (EPDs) and which 
have resulted from using Life Cycle Assessment (LCA) tools i.e., Tally and or EC3.  

o Provide information on roof materials and site/hardscape surfaces specifically about 
solar reflectance information SR/SRI that is relevant to reducing heat island effect.  

• Incentive Zoning:  Because the project exceeds 30,000 square feet of new construction, it is 
required to make a funding contribution to the Affordable Housing Trust per the requirements 
of Section 11.202. 

Community Engagement 

According to the application materials, the Applicant hosted one “Virtual Open House” via Zoom on 
Wednesday, February 16, 2022 at 6:00 pm. Invitations were sent to abutting property owners and two 
neighborhood groups; a complete list of invitees is attached to the application. The application 
summarizes questions and comments that were made but does not indicate how many attendees were 
present.  
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Special Permit Conditions 

If the Board decides to grant the special permit, the following list summarizes the general categories of 
conditions recommended for this development based on the requested special permits: 

1. Approved Development:  Authorized development would need to conform with the submitted 
application materials. An Approved Dimensional Form would be attached as an Appendix.  

• In this case, the approved GFA would be conditioned on the conveyance of approximately 
44,206 square feet of land for public use as depicted in the plans. Design of the public 
improvements would be certified at the building permit stage and an agreement for 
conveyance would need to be approved by the City at the certificate of occupancy stage.  

• As with other proposal in Alewife, staff recommends that the Planning Board approve 
further reductions in parking, to the extent permissible by zoning at the time, without 
requiring an amendment to the special permit. This would not be true of future increases in 
parking, which would require amending the special permit. 

2. Permitted Uses:  The special permit would authorize a specified range of uses, including 
technical office for research and development. The special permit would also authorize the 
proposed restaurant use as shown in the plans. In the future, uses that are allowed by zoning 
but not authorized by the special permit would require Planning Board approval, and uses that 
are limited by the Zoning Ordinance (e.g., requiring a separate special permit from the Planning 
Board or BZA) would need to seek the necessary relief.  

• In this case, staff would advise the Planning Board to consider what future retail or 
consumer establishments should be permitted at the ground story to avoid the need for 
future amendments. 

3. Design Review:  CDD staff would review and approve design details at the construction 
documents phase, prior to issuance of a building permit, to certify that the plans conform to the 
Planning Board’s approval. Board members may cite specific areas of focus for detailed review, 
based on the Urban Design Report and Board discussion. The continuing design review process 
would require a façade mock-up on or near the site for Board members and staff to review 
material selections before installation. 

4. Infrastructure:  Work being done on City property would be subject to review and approval by 
appropriate City departments, including DPW, TP+T and CDD. The special permit would also be 
conditioned on certification by DPW that the following infrastructure standards are met: 

• Stormwater management, including mitigation requirements for stormwater inflow and 
infiltration from the sewer system. In this case, certification of stormwater management 
requirements in the Alewife Overlay Districts will be required if the permeable area is less 
than 25% of lot area. 

• Tree management for both public and significant private trees, per the applicable provisions 
of the Cambridge Tree Protection Ordinance. 
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5. Transportation:  Transportation mitigation measures, as recommended in the TP+T memo, 
would be included as conditions. The special permit would be conditioned on ongoing 
compliance with the Parking and Transportation Demand Management Plan requirements. 

6. Sustainability:  Development will be subject to the Green Building Requirements in Section 
22.20, which will be reviewed again by CDD staff at the building permit and certificate of 
occupancy stages. CDD would also review for compliance with Green Roof Requirements in 
Section 22.35.  

7. Resilience:  As recommended in the DPW memo, a Site Action Plan is recommended to allow for 
future building adaptation to flooding risks associated with climate change, to be reviewed and 
approved by DPW and the Cambridge Fire Department at the building permit stage and made 
operational upon occupancy. 

8. Housing:  Development will be subject to Incentive Zoning requirements, which will be certified 
by the CDD Housing staff at the building permit and certificate of occupancy stages. 

9. Construction Management Program:  Per Section 18.20, staff would recommend a Construction 
Management Program be provided and approved by TP+T, DPW, and other applicable City 
departments before issuance of a building permit. This program would also include a community 
outreach program designating a point of contact to provide information to the public during the 
construction process and notification panels posted on the site with project information. 

 


